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   The COVID-19 pandemic has created a wide range of public health challenges 
for park management and staff in Ontario. Green spaces have become a source of 
resilience during the spread of the virus, partly due to their proven positive impacts on 
social, mental and physical well-being. With the introduction of social distancing 
protocols, utilization of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), and standardizing 
constant sanitation efforts, park employees are more responsible than ever for the daily 
implementation of rules governing park safety and security. At the same time, increased 
visitor numbers and continually changing government protocols that varied between 
regional jurisdictions have made the work of park employees more challenging. 
Employees must be the face of parks while dealing with communication discrepancies, 
overcrowded parks, staff shortages, inconsiderate visitor behaviors, as well as adjusting 
to COVID-19 protocols and PPE requirements, and protecting themselves. This study 
analyzes the impacts that COVID-19 had from a park-employee perspective during the 
months of May through September 2020. The goal is to shed light on how parks can 
continue to positively adapt to the changing dynamics in a safe manner for both visitors 
and employees. 
  For this project I interviewed thirteen employees who worked in provincial parks,  
conservation authority parks and national parks in the summer of 2020, using a 
standardized questionnaire to collect information on their experience as it pertained to 
implementing COVID-19 protocols. It can be noted that 84% of participants identified as 
post-secondary students. Results suggested that multiple challenges had arisen that 
summer relating to communication barriers, public interaction, and training needs, with 
experiences varying between the different parks across the province. According to  46% 
of respondents, the most significant problem that arose in the park during the pandemic 
was related to interactions with members of the public and/or inconsiderate visitor 
behavior.  
  The study concludes with recommendations for park management in hopes of 
contributing to future park-planning initiatives. These recommendations include 
communication strategies such as incorporating student-staff concerns and ideas 
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through the implementation of an anonymous communication portal; employee training 
including additional sessions on how to deal with the public during high-stress 
scenarios; and organization-wide recommendations such as expanding pre-existing 
‘learn to camp’ programming to include a COVID-19 focus.  
Keywords: parks and protected areas, COVID-19, employee guidelines, protocol 
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The novel coronavirus more commonly referred to as ‘COVID-19’ was declared a 
global health emergency in January of 2020. The outbreak emerged in Wuhan, China 
and quickly spread worldwide. As of September 20th, 2020 (when the study period for 
this thesis ended), there were approximately 47,200 confirmed cases of COVID-19 in 
Ontario (Public Health Ontario, 2020). Currently, in September of 2021 (approximately 
one year later), this number has risen tremendously to 588,000 confirmed cases of 
COVID-19 in Ontario to date (Government of Canada, 2021).  
 
According to the World Health Organization, “A person can be infected [with 
COVID-19] when aerosols or droplets containing the virus are inhaled or come directly 
into contact with the eyes, nose, or mouth” (WHO, 2021, pg.1). This information 
continues to be updated as more scientific data becomes available.  
 
  Rising case numbers caused a chain reaction contributing to overwhelmed 
hospitals and a shortage of medical staff, which in turn created many challenges for 
health services in Canada. COVID-19 has caused other illnesses and diseases to take 
a backseat, pre-empting thousands of scheduled appointments, MRIs, and surgeries.  
 
  During the summer of 2020, care homes were considered to be one of the 
highest-risk areas for COVID-19 infections, as the virus hits immunocompromised and 
elderly individuals the hardest. As of August 2021, with the care home subpopulation 
being completely vaccinated, the onus has fallen mainly on young individuals who are 
unvaccinated or immunocompromised (WHO, 2021).  Globally, numerous measures 
have been put in place to help limit the spread and control the virus. However, during 
the last two months of 2020 and continuing into 2021, Ontario had seen its highest 
number of daily cases thus far, clustering in larger, more densely populated 
municipalities such as Toronto, York and Peel Region.  
 
  In order to limit the spread of the virus, governments and health officials began 
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setting out protocols to be implemented, which included measures such as social 
distancing, avoiding social gatherings/crowded places, ‘stay at home’ orders, avoiding 
contact with the elderly and immunocompromised, and staying home/self-isolating when 
ill (Lesser & Nienhuis, 2020). However, protocols varied by municipality and health 
district based on the number of active, transmissible cases in each region. The province 
of Ontario implemented a colour-based tier system of COVID-19 hot spots, in which 
certain (typically more highly dense areas) were subjected to different protocols 
regarding business openings, gatherings, and capacities.  
 
  As businesses, services and everyday activities were forced to shut down in 
early 2020, people seeking alternative options for recreation began visiting natural 
areas in large numbers (Schwartz, 2020). Parks have proven to provide visitors with a 
wide range of benefits including reducing mental health challenges and creating 
significant opportunities for outdoor activity (Ontario Parks, 2021).  
 
  In 2020, generic park-going in Canada increased by approximately 151% 
compared to pre-pandemic seasons, with visitor numbers for places like National Parks, 
public beaches, marinas and public gardens showing a similar increase (COVID-19 
Community Mobility Report, 2020). As the pandemic progressed, this trend continued. 
In February of 2021, Ontario Parks reported a 100 per cent increase in reservations 
over the same time last year (CBC, 2021). Undoubtedly, this surge in visitor numbers to 
Provincial Parks, National Parks, and Conservation Areas presents additional 
challenges and limitations to maintaining a safe and orderly environment for people to 
enjoy. Parks are difficult to manage even under non-Covid-19 conditions, especially 
when they cover extremely large areas and/or have limited staff and resources to 
monitor and enforce rules. With this influx of visitors (many of whom were also first-time 
park users) to protected areas, it is crucial to understand how to best manage park 
settings during unpredictable times, including maintaining visitor safety and ecological 
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  As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to unfold, parks have had to adapt to the 
constantly changing circumstances. This has undoubtedly caused challenges regarding 
employee and visitor safety in parks as well as management planning with continuous 
uncertainty. With both success and failure to certain adjustments, parks try to counter 
these challenges with strategies such as government provided guidelines, personal 




  This qualitative research study takes a deeper look at some of the protocols and 
strategies used to control the spread of COVID-19 as they were implemented in parks 
and conservation areas in Ontario in 2020. There is inevitably a lack of research on park 
employees' response to COVID-19 protocols in the workplace as the pandemic 
continues to develop. In general, there is also little empirical evidence on health and 
safety measures and outbreak protocols in parks and protected areas in Ontario.  
 
In order to address these gaps, semi structured interviews took place with various park 
employees that strove to understand:  
 
1. How COVID-19 impacted park agencies in Ontario, specifically from the   
 perspective of employees. 
 
2.  How effective and useful the protocols were that park employees were given to      
 increase their own safety as well as the safety of their visitors. 
 
3.  What expected or unexpected outcomes emerged during protocol  
 implementation. 
 
4.  How to use this information gathered from participants in order to make   
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This study sampled from park agencies in Ontario including Provincial Parks, 
National Parks and Conservation Areas, gathering data from various Health Regions. 
By comparing and contrasting a variety of protocols amongst different municipalities, 
crucial data was extracted, analyzed and used to make recommendations and provide 
strategies for parks regarding employee protocol effectiveness. Ultimately, this study 
can help to improve the future adaptation of parks management and health and safety 
strategies to the challenges of pandemic situations. 
 
The following is an overview of the topics covered in this project and the methods 
I used to conduct my research.  
 
2. Literature Review  
 
  Parks are an integral part of society that are often safe, accessible and (if not 
free) relatively inexpensive to access (IUCN, 2015). Parks have been proven to 
advance ecological, social and economic wellbeing (Ontario, 2019), health benefits 
such as improving mental/physical health (Ontario Parks, 2014), and opportunities for 
recreation. In recent years, medical doctors in the United States have prescribed time in 
natural settings such as parks to their patients to treat and prevent chronic illnesses, 
such as diabetes, depression and high blood pressure (IUCN, 2015). When parks are 
managed effectively, they provide a habitat for species (including species at risk), 
maintain ecological integrity and provide a safe environment for people to connect with 
nature (State of Ontario’s Protected Areas, 2021).  
 
2.1 Background of Ontario Parks  
 
  Ontario's Provincial Parks are managed by the Ministry of the Environment, 
Conservation and Parks, formally a part of the Ministry of Natural Resources (Aikman et 
al., 2011). The objective of Provincial Parks is to protect natural ecosystems and 
biodiversity, provide ecologically sustainable recreation, provide park-goers with 
opportunities to learn about cultural heritage, and advance scientific research (Aikman 
et al., 2011). Conservation reserves, managed by 36 different Conservation Authorities 
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(Conservation Ontario, 2021) function in a similar manner, namely to protect natural 
elements of Ontario's biodiversity and heritage, provide ecologically sustainable land 
uses, and advance scientific research (Aikman et al., 2011).  
 
  Protected areas in Ontario are conserved under certain criteria by the IUCN and 
the Pathway to Canada Target 1 initiative. These areas include: provincially protected 
areas, nationally protected areas, areas identified as dedicated protected areas under 
the Far North Act, and privately protected areas (State of Ontario’s Protected Areas, 
2021). Parks in Ontario cover approximately 11.6 million hectares of land and water, 
which includes: 335 Provincial Parks, 295 Conservation Reserves and 5 National Parks, 
amongst numerous other protected land classifications (Ontario Parks, 2021).  
 
  Figure 1 below depicts Ontario’s protected area system and includes each of the 
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Figure 1: Map of Ontario’s protected area system. Data Source: Ontario Parks  
Retrieved from: https://www.ontarioparks.com/pdf/sopar/SOPAR_ProtectedAreasSummary.pdf 
 
  In 1893, Ontario’s first provincial park was established: Algonquin Provincial 
Park. Since that time, Ontario Parks has continued to grow and develop its protected 
areas, expanding widely over the province. As of 1989, Ontario Parks encompassed 
approximately 6.3 million hectares, and as of 2017, approximately 8.2 million hectares 
(History of Ontario Parks, 2018).  
 
  Figure 2 below shows the growth of Ontario Parks protected areas over the past 
128 years, from its establishment date back in 1893, to present day of 2021.  
 
 






Figure 2: Growth of the Protected Area System. Data Source: Ontario Parks  
Retrieved from: https://www.ontarioparks.com/pdf/sopar/SOPAR_ProtectedAreasSummary.pdf 
 
 
  In Ontario, there are 36 Conservation Authorities which operate approximately 
400 Conservation areas, which equates to about 56,000 hectares of land (GRCA, 
2021). These greenspaces receive over 4.5 million visitors annually, and contribute 
significantly to emotional, physical and mental wellbeing. In addition, they also play an 
important role surrounding environmental education, especially for youth. Similar to 
Provincial and National Parks, they provide a wide range of activities, including hiking, 
swimming, camping and fishing.  
 
  Approximately 12 million Ontarians live within the watersheds managed by 
Conservation Ontario, which strives to protect people and property from natural hazards 
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  Parks have and continue to become hotspots worldwide, for their numerous 
health benefits, easy accessibility and range of diverse activities. Provincial Parks alone 
in 2019 saw over 10 million visits (Ontario, 2020), a number that has been further 
increasing with the rise of COVID-19. This rise can be attributed to the increasing 
demand for outdoor activity amid a global lockdown and stay-at-home orders, in which 
Ontarians were instructed to only travel to parks in close proximity to their homes. In 
fact, as more businesses and amenities closed, parks found themselves to be in even 
higher demand for providing safe opportunities for socially distanced exercise, family-
friendly visits, hiking, camping and beach access.  
   
  This phenomenon is not limited to Ontario. For instance, parks in Vancouver saw 
a similar increase in park visitation rates, with a 67% increase in visits between April 
2019 and April 2020 (Pawson, 2020). This surge in visitation can also be attributed to 
improving weather conditions as summer approaches, a lack of other open 
entertainment/facilities and the advice from government health officials to maintain 
physical activity and get outside when possible (Pawson, 2020). Still, it could be 
reasonably assumed that the processes observed in Ontario Parks can be found in 
many other places and jurisdictions as well. 
 
2.2 Health and Visitor Safety in Ontario Parks  
 
A primary aspect of the park industry is maintaining visitor health and safety 
whilst visiting and partaking in activities within the area. How do park management 
systems respond to new public health challenges such as the COVID-19 pandemic?  
 
  Before the emergence of COVID-19, a significant public health challenge faced 
by Ontario parks in terms of transmissible diseases was Lyme Disease, which has 
become the most commonly reported vector-borne disease in North America (Levy, 
2014). Lyme disease is caused by the bacterium Borrelia burgdorferi, found in black-
legged ticks; ‘Ixodes scapularis’ (CDC, 2021), and has spread widely across Ontario in 
recent decades in conjunction with warmer temperatures (Hierlihy 2017).  
 
 




  Many people visiting Ontario parks may not be aware of its presence, or that, if 
not treated quickly, Lyme disease can become debilitating, affecting the nerves, joints 
and even heart functions (Beaujean et al, 2013). Ever since Lyme Disease was 
classified as a reportable disease in 1998, infections have been increasing steadily, 
reaching a peak in 2017 (Public Health Ontario, 2019). With predictions of a 
continuously warming climate and a resulting wider array of suitable environments, tick 
reproductive rates are likely to continue their sharp rise in coming years. This will in turn 
lead to rising cases of tick-borne illnesses in parks and protected areas as the majority 
are dominated by forested, natural areas and are located within high-risk zones (Hierlihy 
2017).  
 
  As the incidence of Lyme Disease has increased, Ontario Parks, National Parks 
and Ontario’s Conservation Areas have intensified their efforts to warn visitors about the 
presence of ticks in the area. In recent years, parks have increasingly used social media 
and online platforms to communicate important information through such outlets as 
Instagram, Facebook, Twitter and official websites. Some parks and conservation areas 
have a page dedicated to Lyme Disease and information regarding the spread and what 
to look out for. As previous research has shown, the efforts vary from park to park 
(Ontario Parks, 2021). Some parks use notices at trail heads to educate visitors prior to 
hiking through potential tick territory. Other parks rely on their visitors’ initiative to check 
the parks online platforms prior to visitation. Many parks also feature short segments in 
their printed visitor handouts that are available at the front gate or visitor centre. 
Improvements in communication regarding these infectious diseases are crucial for 
protecting park visitors, as many may be unaware of this vital information that all park-
goers should know, especially in high risk areas (e.g., Pinery Provincial Park in Grand 
Bend, Ontario).  
 
  Proper dissemination of safety precautions and general information for visitors in 
provincial parks and other protected areas is essential. According to the World Health 
Organization, “ Vector-borne diseases account for more than 17% of all infectious 
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diseases causing more than 700,000 deaths annually. They can be caused by either 
parasites, bacteria or viruses (World Health Organization, 2020, p. 1). Information 
regarding these risks, including levels of exposure, precautions and symptoms must 
therefore become more widely disseminated and understood, especially in high-risk 
endemic zones. This is especially important in natural areas such as parks, where the 
risk of infection can be greater and the consequences more severe (Saunders et al., 
2019).  
 
  Both COVID-19 and Lyme Disease are potentially contractible in Ontario parks 
and conservation areas, although with obvious differences in transmission patterns. As 
COVID-19 has sprung to the forefront of modern public health issues, how parks adapt 
and continue to handle the escalating situation will be critical to the healthy functioning 
of these areas. It will set a precedent for years to come, as it is unknown how this 
current global issue will unfold in the future. As with tick-borne illnesses, parks will have 
to continue to adapt on an ongoing basis, and will need to provide visitors with enough 
information on how to protect themselves in order to visit safely. This includes ensuring 
visitors are informed on what to look out for, what to do in case of exposure, and how to 
manage symptoms.  
 
  Although COVID-19 and Lyme Disease are different in the way they are 
transmitted, some aspects are similar. For example, the Public Health Agency of 
Canada (PHAC) focuses on surveillance and tracking efforts of Lyme Disease on a 
national level, as well as targeting awareness methods. Different organizational and 
management structures including Health Canada, the Canadian Institute of Health 
Research (CIHR) and Parks Canada focus on a collaborative approach and utilize a 
systemic framework in which surveillance, education, awareness and best practices are 
targeting pillars (Government of Canada, 2017). Likewise, COVID-19 research has 
focused on creating a reliable system of reporting accurate data about different 
outbreaks so countries worldwide are able to identify and adapt to the most effective 
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  In both cases, the importance of education and communication with visitors is a 
priority for park managers and staff. Steps taken to manage Lyme disease risks in 
Ontario parks might provide lessons for developing longer term strategies for managing 
risks of COVID-19 exposure in parks. 
 
2.3 COVID-19 Situation in Ontario  
 
  With very little existing empirical research and few scholarly publications 
regarding the state of parks during the global pandemic and employee perceptions on 
COVID-19 protocols, this study has to rely on a variety of information sources, including 
news articles, public park posts/notices, park communication and grey literature. 
 
On January 2, 2021, Ontario reported 3,363 new cases of COVID-19, the largest 
single day increase since the pandemic began in March 2020 (Nielsen, 2021). The 
death toll in Ontario reached over 5,010 on January 9, 2021. This urged Premier Doug 
Ford to issue a ‘stay at home’ order, effective as of January 14, 2021. 
 
Figure 3 below shows the number of daily new cases from the start of the 
pandemic in January 2020 to the end of February 2021. Enclosed in the black outlined 
square is the superimposed sampling time frame for this study, which was during the 
summer/fall months of May-September. This graph also compares the number of daily 
cases to the 7-day average. The purpose of this graph is to illustrate the growth flow of 
case counts during the study period which was May 2020 to September 2020.  
 
 






Figure 3: Number of daily new COVID-19 cases in Ontario from January 2020 to February 
2021.Data Source: Public Health Ontario. [Emphasis on study period] Retrieved from 
https://newsinteractives.cbc.ca/coronavirustracker/  
 
  During these unprecedented times, parks and outdoor recreation still remain 
‘getaways’ for individuals as many businesses have closed. More than ever, parks 
seem to be a comfortable escape that can be easily accessed, and a suitable spot for 
safely and actively socializing while obeying social distancing measures - or so we 
assume. According to a study completed by Lesser & Nienhuis regarding impacts of 
COVID-19 on physical and mental wellbeing, “33% of inactive individuals became more 
active while 40.3% of active individuals become more active” (2020). This statistic is 
reflected in the increasing visitation numbers to natural greenspaces. During the 
summer of 2020, and leading into 2021, Ontario Parks has since seen increasing 
numbers of visitors. In fact, Ontario Parks suggested (due to the high demand for 
reservations) that would-be visitors consider traveling farther north and not visit the 
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highly popular Provincial Parks, namely Pinery, Sandbanks, Killbear, Algonquin and 
Bon Echo (Ontario Parks, 2021). Ironically, this suggestion ignored the fact that 
Ontarians were being urged by their government not to travel outside of their area in the 
summer of 2020.  
 
  Amidst the looming stay-at-home orders and lockdown restrictions, natural 
greenspaces continue to grow in importance as hubs of public activity (Geng et al., 
2020). Countless people are feeling the physiological effects of burnout due to isolation 
orders and other pandemic-driven stressors including loneliness, financial problems, 
negative effects on their physical health, etc. Urban parks and natural areas, according 
to Geng et al (2020), “have been recognized as infrastructure that provide and deliver 
environmental, social, psychological and health functions for residents, including 
supporting multiple opportunities in terms of recreation” (pg. 4). This brings up a crucial 
question: As park visitation has skyrocketed, how can parks ensure that they can 
comply with government COVID-19 policies and precautions, park system-wide?  
 
2.4 Visitor Policy in Parks  
 
  Visitor guidelines are crucial in parks and conservation areas and will determine 
numerous factors regarding park visitation during certain periods. This can include 
setting a guest capacity on a park, limiting the park's hours of operations, as well as 
limiting certain activities within a park's boundaries. Breaking visitor guidelines can 
result in consequences such as evictions, tickets, and even court appearances or large 
fines in more serious cases. Some examples of visitor guidelines that have specific 
instructions that vary amongst parks/municipalities include: the use of alcohol, cannabis 
or smoking/vaping in parks, fires, commercial film and photography permits, boating, 
area closures and restrictions, fishing, natural historic objects, motorized vehicles, pets, 
etc. (Parks Canada, 2019). These guidelines are enforced through park staff and are 
extremely important to follow in order to ensure a safe and enjoyable experience for all 
visitors. Ignoring or disobeying visitor guidelines not only poses a threat to other people 
in the park, but can also compromise the ecological integrity of a park. This can threaten 
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the wellbeing of not only the park and its surrounding communities, but also impact the 
economy, and the greenspaces we love and enjoy. (Ontario Parks, 2021).  
 
  2020 was an extremely unforeseeable year and severely impacted people 
worldwide. Parks and conservation areas have had to adapt and mitigate these issues 
to ensure that people can visit safely and responsibly, as parks are integral to mental 
and physical well-being. Visitor policy in parks and conservation areas in Ontario varies, 
and is dependent upon local jurisdictions’ guidelines and regulations regarding COVID-
19.  
 
2.5 COVID-19 policies regarding park systems in Ontario  
 
  Communication of visitor protocols varies across park systems, with Ontario 
Parks making use of social media to reach potential visitors. Social media and official 
park websites during COVID-19 became a main way of distributing information to park 
visitors. Including daily notices, updates on visitor traffic and much more, parks have 
utilized and grown their social media platform identity which has made communication 
easier over time. Important updates can be seen by thousands of potential viewers with 
a click of a button. 
 
  In order to illustrate the differences and similarities in COVID-19 policies between 
park systems in Ontario, Table 1 highlights important aspects of COVID-19 protocols 
that differ between the park systems that were studied in this project. These consist of: 
Ontario Parks (OP), the Toronto and Region Conservation Authority (TRCA), the Grand 
River Conservation Authority (GRCA), Lake Simcoe Regional Conservation Authority 
(LSRCA) and the Upper Thames River Conservation Authority (UTRCA). It is important 
to note that these details are current as of February 2021 and will continue to be 
subject to changes as the situation continues to unfold.  
 
  More information regarding official protocols can be found on each of the official 
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COVID-19 park websites, linked below:  
 
Ontario Parks: https://www.ontarioparks.com/covid19 
 




Grand River Conservation Authority: https://www.grandriver.ca/en/who-we-are/covid-
19.aspx 
 
Toronto and Region Conservation Authority: https://trca.ca/covid-19-protocols-
conservation-parks/ 
 
Lake Simcoe Regional Conservation Authority: https://www.lsrca.on.ca/Pages/COVID-
19.aspx 
 
























- Pinery PP 
- Sandbanks PP 
- Algonquin PP 
- Mono Cliffs PP 




- Point Pelee NP 
- Thousand Islands NP 
- Bruce Peninsula NP 
Yes Not listed Yes No If needed 
Grand River 
Conservation 
- Laurel Creek 
- Guelph Lake 
Yes No Yes - but had 
to navigate 
No If parking 
lot is full 
 
 






- Belwood Lake 







- Albion Hills 
- Heart Lake CA 
- East Duffins  
- Claireville CA 






- Tyrwitt CA 
- Whitechurch CA 
- Scanlon Creek 
- Baldwin CA 






- Fanshawe CA 
- Pittock CA 
- Wildwood CA 
 
Yes No Minimal 
information on 
this 
No No  
 
 
Table 2: Park Website Information  
Ontario Parks  
● Very detailed website, notes that many facilities and services are being offered with 
modifications/restrictions 
● Winter recreation day-use remains open  
● Notes to only visit the parks near your home, recommends not travelling  
● Section on public health measures 
● Notes to visit specific park website before visiting, as well as social media pages for daily 
updates 
● Depending on whether the park is a non-operating (no staff) or operating park, washroom 
facilities remain open 
● Fees remain for operating parks  
Parks Canada/National Parks 
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● Not very detailed in terms of COVID-19 protocols; had to search ‘COVID-19’ in order to 
see information 
● Guidelines for advanced cleaning protocols being implemented  
● Maintain physical distancing made very clear in National Parks on their website  
 
 
Toronto and Region Conservation Authority (TRCA) 
● Very detailed website with a recommendation to complete a COVID-19 self-assessment 
screening prior to visiting a campground or conservation area; 
● Lists signs and symptoms;  
● Guidelines on practicing proper hand hygiene and respiratory etiquette;  
● Section for arrivals and departures notes to stay local; 
● Contactless payments accepted only (no cash); 
● In case of high visitation levels, a capacity limit may be implemented to ensure physical 
distancing 
● If visitors are not from the same household, they must adhere to the Emergency 
Management and Civil Protection Act s.7.0.2 (4);  
● Fishing is permitted with a license; and 
● Walking, hiking and running are permitted on park trails  
 
Grand River Conservation Authority (GRCA) 
● Website does not appear to be updated daily with recent information, last update was 
December 23, 2020;  
● Non GRCA members are required to pay by cash to the gatehouse when staff are not 
there, standard entrance fees apply;  
● Some parks remain open for limited winter access;  
● Limited services and numerous restrictions in parks that are open; and 
● If capacity is reached (full parking lot) access will be restricted  
 
 
Lake Simcoe Regional Conservation Authority  
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● Website instructs visitors to navigate to https://www.lsrca.on.ca/Pages/Nature-and-
Health.aspx for specific CA information; 
● Limited and very general information on both websites;  
● Small section on safety rules, including broad statements including “maintain physical 
distancing”; 
● Free parking, not monitored; 
● No facilities open, site recommends only brief visits; and  
● Take home all litter - no garbage collection  
 
 
Upper Thames Regional Conservation Authority 
● Website makes note that each of the three conservation areas are closed for the winter, 
however visitors are able to walk/bike/hike on permitted trails;  
● No notice of reduced hours; 
● Limited parking, but no mention of how this will be monitored;  
● Instructs visitors to visit each of the independent park websites for additional information; 
and   
● Individual websites have limited information 
 
 
  It is crucial to note that every park and conservation area is different depending 
on the municipality, all of which seem to have varying guidelines and protocols to follow, 
all which continuously change. Generally, the understanding was that Ontarians should 
not travel to a park outside their municipality’s boundaries and should follow appropriate 
government protocols whilst visiting a park during lockdown protocols in the summer of 
2020. However, it was and is difficult to enforce these rules due to a variety of factors 
(e.g., lack of staff, overwhelming visitor numbers, etc.). Depending on the system, some 
parks remained open for limited day-use during the summer of 2020 and into the fall 
and winter seasons; some allowed camping; and some were closed until winter. Parks 
were classified as ‘operating’ or ‘non-operating’ parks. Mono Cliffs Provincial Park, for 
example, was a non-operating park during the pandemic, meaning there was no staff 
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present and as a consequence the rules and safety measures were not routinely 
monitored.  
 
  There is currently a significant research gap regarding how park employees were 
instructed and trained to implement COVID-19 protocols, and whether these protocols 
were properly communicated, executed, and understood by visitors. What has become 
visible on the news/by visiting parks in person is how park management have indeed 
adapted their rules, but how well did this go in the eyes of the employees who had to 
deal with this unfolding situation first hand? 
 
2.6 Timeline and Management  
 
  Figures 4 and 5 below depict a timeline outlining COVID-19 related impacts in 
Ontario parks and conservation areas. This timeline highlights important events that 
have occurred since the first confirmed case of COVID-19 in January 2020, and focuses 
on announcements and implementations that have affected the park systems and the 
way they operated during the study period. It also focuses on major milestones such 
as rises in case numbers, new case highs, and phases of the government's COVID-19 
protocol rollout. This timeline is useful in order to visualize the unfolding situation, and 
how it changed over time during the study period of this thesis. This timeline allows for 
the correlation of concrete events with data from the interviews I conducted. This cross 
analysis will allow for a better understanding of when issues arose in park systems, and 
at which point along the timeline things began to get better or worse for parks and their 











Figure 4: Timeline of COVID-19 Activity. Data source: Nielsen, 2021. 
 
 











3.1 Methodological Framework 
 
  For the purpose of this research study, qualitative methods were used. This 
included conducting semi-structured interviews followed by an in-depth analysis of the 
information obtained from participants (Vaske, 2008). Interviews are one of the most 
commonly used methods of data collection and by definition are discussions that take 
place in a one-on-one setting between the interviewer and the participant, in order to 
gather information on a set topic. Interviews differ from surveys in the sense of structure 
placed on the conversation (Harrell & Bradley, 2009). Interviews can obtain different 
kinds of data including opinions, perceptions, attitudes, and descriptions of processes.  
  The term ‘semi-structured’ refers to the amount of control the interviewer has on 
the interaction (more control than in structured interviews, and less control than in 
unstructured). According to Harrell and Bradley (2009), semi-structured interviews 
employ a conversational style approach and are often used when the researcher wants 
to delve “deeply into a topic and to thoroughly understand the answers provided” (p.2).  
 
 
3.2 Interview Design and Eligibility  
 
  Numerous question designs were incorporated into the structure of the interview, 
including descriptive, structural and contrast questions. Questions were constructed in 
order to obtain more information from an employee perspective on understanding 
communication dynamics between workers and superiors, to categorizing procedures  
taken to implement COVID-19 protocols during the study period. An interview question 
guide was generated, and questions were created based on studies done on quality 
interview rules, such as in ‘Data Collection Methodology: Semi Structured Interviews’ 
(Harrell & Bradley, 2009). For example, one suggestion followed was to use the method 
of the ‘grand tour’ question at the start of the interview which generally is open ended 
and encourages the respondent to speak about their experience. Figure 6 below 
outlines the questions used in the interview process of this study.  
 
 




 In order to qualify for this study, participants must have:  
 
● Have been over the age of 18;  
● Have previously worked for one of the following employers or one of a similar 
nature: Ontario Provincial Parks, GRCA, TRCA, LSRCA, UTRCA;    
● Not be currently employed by the park; and 
● Have worked during the pandemic (for example, as summer students from May 
to August, 2020) 
 
  This study aimed to target 10-15 interviewees due to a time constraint as well as 
lack of available participants who met all criteria. The recruitment process consisted of 
the delivery of a statement of interest which included the research team, the purpose of 
the study, to whom the results will be made available, as well as minute details such as 
time commitments, length of study, study criteria and eligibility.  
 
  To begin implementing sampling methodologies for this study, a cluster of 
interest was first created, in which it was identified that this study would focus on 
interviewing employees who had worked at an Ontario Park or park of similar nature, 
during the study period. After identifying the cluster, snowball sampling (also referred to 
as chain sampling), was selected as the primary method to obtain participants. By 
definition, it refers to a “probability sampling in which the samples have traits that are 
somewhat more rare to identify” (Question Pro, 2021). This type of sampling 
encourages existing participants to provide referrals to other possible participants that 
they think would fit the qualification list.  
 
  The main reason to selecting this method of sampling was because of how 
narrow the qualification list was to participate. This study outlined that participants must 
have worked during the study period, but also required them to not still be employed 
presently at this job. This was somewhat considered a rarer sample to obtain, and using 
this methodology allowed me to locate eligible participants quickly and more efficiently 
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than other sampling techniques. The specific type of snowball sampling that was 
selected was ‘exponential non-discriminative’, in which the first subject is recruited and 
then they provide multiple referrals. Each referral provides more data for additional 
referrals and so on, until there is enough for a sample.   
 
  Some risks associated with snowball sampling include overrepresentation of a 
specific group, lack of cooperation from referrals, minimal control over the sampling 
method, and solely relying on participants to provide the sample (Harrell & Bradley, 
2009) (Question Pro, 2021). However the researcher ensured that participants 
understood the study was looking for employees from all over Ontario, and from all 
different job backgrounds in parks. In addition, every referral made for this study agreed 
to participate and no issues arose.  
 
  Upon agreeing to take part in the study, interviewees were sent a copy of the 
ethics approval as well as a brief outline of the study (found in Appendix A. The 
Informed Consent/Participant Form also asked them to agree in writing to the terms and 
conditions of the study and to indicate whether they would like to receive a copy of the 
final report. It was communicated that although the place of employment will be noted 
for data collection purposes, all responses will remain anonymous and participants had 
the option to give or withhold consent for the use of direction quotations or not.  
 
  All interviews were conducted and recorded over Zoom and consisted of 25 
questions (refer to Table 3 below) that gauged the employees’ understanding of COVID-
19 guidelines and the explanations provided by upper management. A total of 25 
questions were asked, which took approximately 25-35 minutes to complete. The 
questions were intended to help the researcher understand how employees perceived 
these guidelines and how the employees felt that park visitors (and employees) followed 
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  Please note for Table 3 that the term ‘park’ is used regardless of where the 
participants were employed (Ontario Park, National Park, or Conservation Area)  
 
 
Table 3: Evaluating COVID-19 Park Agency Employee Guidelines in Ontario Interview 
Questions  
Question 1: What park were you employed at?  
Question 2: How would you describe the type of park at which you were 
employed? (e.g., was your park mainly used for day-use, beach, 
camping, etc.) 
Question 3: What was your role in the park?  
Question 4: How many people did you have close contact with on your busiest 
day? (e.g., Saturday) 
Question 5: Did your park operate at or near capacity during COVID-19 during 
the summer of 2020?  
Question 6: Was there a different capacity limit set for your park because of 
COVID-19? If so, how was this monitored and/or enforced?  
Question 7: Was the staffing level adequate for the number of visitors your 
park was experiencing?  
Question 8: What COVID-19 protocols were you instructed to follow as an 
employee?  
Question 9: How were COVID-19 protocols communicated to you? (e.g., 
email, telephone, meetings, etc.) 
Question 10: What Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) was provided to you 
as an employee?  
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Question 11:  Were there any instances where Personal Protective Equipment 
(PPE) was available for your visitors? 
Question 12:  Did you experience any instances of overcrowding at your park? 
Question 13: What activities were permitted at your park? (e.g., camping, 
discovery programs, events, etc.)  
Question 14: What facilities remained open at your park? (e.g., washrooms, 
showers, food services, visitor centre, etc.)  
Question 15:  What worked well in terms of the implementation of COVID-19 
protocols? 
Question 16: What did not work well in terms of the implementation of COVID-
19 protocols?  
Question 17:  Did your park provide signs, flyers or other communication 
methods to be placed in the park's public spaces?  
Question 18:  On a scale from 1 to 10, can you rate your overall experience with 
working and implementing COVID-19 protocols during the 
pandemic? (1 would represent a negative experience, while 10 
would represent a positive experience) 
Question 19:  Had you been in a different position, do you think your answer for 
the previous question (Question 18) would have been different?  
Question 20:  Was your job in 2020 much different than in previous years?  
Question 21:  Were there any grey areas or difficult to interpret protocols that 
you were given as an employee?  
Question 22:  Are there any additional guidelines, protocols or clarifications you 
wish you were given as an employee?  
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Question 23  Are there any specific tools, equipment or additional training that 
could have made the implementation protocols easier for you and 
your team? (e.g., additional staff, online training modules, etc.)  
Question 24:  In your own personal experience, what were the most significant 
problems that arose due to the implementation of COVID-19 
protocols? Any mitigation strategies?  
Question 25:  Do you have any additional information to provide regarding your 
experience that was not captured in these questions that you 
think would aid in the study?  
 
  During the interviews, some important notes were made regarding the status of 
the questions. Question 21, “Were there any grey areas or difficult to interpret protocols 
that you were given as an employee?” was an approved question however during the 
interviews did not flow properly and was too similar to subsequent questions. Due to 
these circumstances, Question 21 was removed from the final copy of interview 
questions and no responses were recorded.  
 
  Another important note made was some questions were compiled together in the 
proposal stage of this study, but were separated into multiple questions to allow for a 
clear response to each question from the respondent (For example, Question 8 “What 
COVID-19 protocols were you instructed to follow as an employee?” and “How were 
COVID-19 protocols communicated to you? (e.g., email, telephone, meetings, etc.)” was 
originally one single question. Due to the nature of the question and for ease of 
understanding, it was separated into two questions.  
 
 
3.3 Study Area 
 
The goal of this study was to interview employees who worked in Ontario for an Ontario 
Park, National Park, or Conservation Area during the specific months that COVID-19 
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was present. Due to this time specification, summer students were the targeted 
participants as students typically work for parks during the summer months of May to 
August, and are back to school come September. 
 
  Through the interviews, I was able to obtain data from employees at 11 different 
Ontario Parks, National Parks and Conservation Areas, which gives a reasonable 
geographical cross section of parks. Some parks were confined within the Greater 
Toronto Area, while others were Northern Ontario or Southern parks. The results 
section will delve further into how this played a role in the responses that were 
analyzed.  
   
  Figure 6 below shows the general area in which the parks were situation in. The 
purpose of this map is to visually understand the geographic distance between parks 








Figure 6: Map of all parks included in the study   
 
  As can be seen from Figure 6, five parks were located in northern Ontario, three 
parks were considered to be within the Greater Toronto Area, and another three parks 
were situated elsewhere in Southern Ontario. 
 
 
3.4 Data Analysis  
 
  This research study used a narrative analysis, in which the interviewer attempts 
to appropriately make sense of the respondents’ individual stories. This type of 
qualitative study allows the important aspects of the respondents’ stories to best 
resonate with the interviewer and thus be better reflected in the study. Recording the 
audio from the interviews allowed for mitigation of inaccuracies and data loss (Canary, 
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2019). This research followed a six step guide adopted by Canary, 2019 to accurately 
collect and analyze qualitative data, including: 
 
1. Reading the transcripts (including identifying common themes) 
2. Annotating the transcripts (labelling with significant terms/patterns/differences) 
3. Conceptualizing the data (aligning critical themes) 
4. Segmenting the data (describing connections/differences) 
5. Analyzing the segments (summarize) 
6. Writing the results (transition the findings) 
 
  It is also important to note that due to the lack of peer-reviewed information 
available, the vast majority of background information for my research was obtained 
from the online sites of mainstream media news sources, such as CTV and Global 
News, as they report provincial public health statistics frequently, drawing their data 
directly from government sources. This information included current caseload updates, 
trends, hot spots, vaccine distribution and phases of provincial COVID-19 protocols.  
 
  The platform Zoom was used to audio record the interviews to accurately obtain 
all the vital information captured during this process. The next step was then to analyze 
these recorded sessions using keywords and trends. An Excel spreadsheet was created 
to record, code and analyze this information.  
 
  The next step was to sort through, record and categorize the answers to each of 
the questions so they were in usable form. Categorization of interview responses, 
emergent patterns, trends and significant differences became recognizable using Excel. 
Sorting through each of the transcribed responses allowed for a better understanding of 
park management practices, employee concerns, personal stories about working during 
a pandemic, appropriate Personal Protective Equipment and COVID-19 protocols that 
were among the most apparent and widespread. Management style, visitor capacity, 
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  As noticed worldwide, the COVID-19 pandemic became substantially worse in 
the beginning of 2021. It has since, and continues to fluctuate, with predictions of a 
fourth wave looming at time of writing this thesis (Lorinc, 2021). Therefore, the final step 
of this study was to use the responses to the interview questions to formulate 
suggestions for park systems and managers to better support frontline summer 
employees at parks in future seasons, and help future staff to better prepare for the 
challenges of communicating future COVID-19 protocols. It will also help park 
management to identify recommendations for equipment, tools and extended training 
that has the potential to prevent any negative outcomes of the kind identified during the 
interview process.  
 
Considerations and Limitations  
 
This research project had its challenges. Appropriate precautions were taken 
when asking respondents to share personal experiences, to avoid participants feeling 
as though they were doing wrong by their place of employment to share any negative 
information that may have resulted from the ongoing pandemic. This was addressed by 
ensuring complete anonymity to respondents as well as reminding them that they had 
the right to not participate or withdraw at any time without negative consequences. As 
noted in the provided project information, the only identifiable information that was to be 
collected is the name of the park where the participant was employed. This study 
targeted summer students that had worked during the pandemic, but are not currently 
still employed. This limited the likelihood of potential feelings of betrayal, as it was a 
requirement that the participant did not still work for the park. This potential challenge 
was also to be addressed by ensuring that the participant understood that sharing 
negative experiences will ultimately shed light on these issues and enable management 
to create mitigation strategies to resolve these issues as they continue to arise. It is also 
important to note that parks have been under great pressure to adapt quickly in order to 
maintain safety in parks. No adaptation process has been met with all positive reviews. I 
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My positionality may have impacted the research process to some extent. 
Personally, I have only worked in an online setting during the ongoing pandemic and 
therefore do not fully comprehend how difficult COVID-19 protocols were to implement, 
especially working in-person throughout the process. This was addressed by ensuring I 
was up to date on all protocols, implementation guides and research in order to educate 
myself on what is likely a rigorous process. I also did my part to be completely unbiased 
during these interviews to create a safe space in which my participants can speak freely 
and not feel pressured or uncomfortable to share any experiences with me.  
 
  Another limitation that correlates to the last point is the lack of available literature 
regarding COVID-19 thus far. It has been extremely difficult to find any literature that 
connects COVID-19 and parks, and there is only minimal published empirical data 
available. The main way to mitigate this was to relate this issue to another public health 
crisis which was done in Chapter 2, regarding Lyme Disease and tick-borne illnesses. 
Although this is not the same by any means, this example showcases similar efforts 
regarding functionality within a high-risk park setting.  
 
  The results of this research may be limited, as I only interviewed summer 
students who had worked at parks that I was able to get into contact with in a relatively 
short period of time. As mentioned previously in Chapter 3, the ‘snowball effect’ 
methodology was used to recruit participants, where one previous employee spreads 
the word to others. This meant that I could potentially have more than one participant 
from the same park. However, after conducting all interviews, it was only recorded once 
that two participants were from the same park. Both participants had different roles in 
the park.  
 
  The study area was limited to Ontario, however this still leaves a suitable 
geographical area for which the findings will still be relevant, and will provide key 
information and recommendations to mitigate potential effects in the future.  
 
  Lastly, the results of this study may be challenging to generalize as they 
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represent a random sample from parks and conservation areas across Ontario. These 
differing parks come with a variety of regional differences, including visitor profiles, park 
visitation rates and nature of the parks (e.g., level of remoteness). This was addressed 
by directing questions to specific factors I was looking to better understand (e.g., 
protocols that would be widespread across Ontario).  
 
 
5. Results  
 
  This section will analyze the responses from employees on a wide range of 
questions regarding their experience working during a pandemic, as an employee of an 
Ontario Park, National Park or Ontario Conservation Area.  
 
  A total of thirteen adult park employees were interviewed, using the interview 
question guide that appears in Appendix A. All participants were assured their 
anonymity would be protected, and to further protect the identity of participants, the 
names of the specific parks in which they worked are not disclosed here. Instead, the 
park will be referred to by the geographic region in which it is located and the park 
system to which it belongs. A table summarizing responses to all questions appears in 
Appendix C. In this section, I focus firstly on results received in response to those 
questions where there was a high level of agreement among interviewees and secondly 
on responses to questions that provide key information that may be of use for park 
managers in the future.   
 
  Question 23 of the study asked participants ‘What was the most significant 
problem that arose due to the implementation of COVID-19 protocols at your park?’ This 
question received a 100% response rate, with participants typically giving more than 
one response. As it can be seen in Table 4, the most commonly recorded answer was 
overcrowding (6), followed by lack of training on dealing with the public during a 
pandemic (3), and inconsiderate visitors (3). Other responses included work frustrations 
(2) and constantly changing protocols (2).  
 
 




  An Ontario Parks employee from a provincial park in northern Ontario with a 
park-ranger managerial perspective described how “students were considered to be at 
the bottom of the hierarchy and constantly felt as though they did not have a say, 
regardless of the fact that they are the ones doing the brunt of the work”. This 
participant continued by stating that this caused a lot of frustration amongst student staff 
as “this was a low-wage position for a high-risk job”. Multiple participants used the term 
“vulnerable” when describing their situation with regards to being a student staff 
member.  
 
Table 4 Question 23 Results 
What was the most significant problem that arose due to the implementation of COVID-19 
protocols at your park? 
Responses Frequency (n)  
Overcrowding  6 
Lack of training on dealing with the public during a pandemic 3 
Inconsiderate Visitors 3 
Work Frustrations (student staff hierarchy) 2 
Protocols constantly changing with not enough time to adjust 2 
Minimal Ontario Parks funding 1 
Influx of litter  1 
Unable to get proper job experience 1 
 
  Two employees from provincial parks in central Ontario and on Georgian Bay 
referenced the main problem being that visitors were not respectful of COVID-19 
protocols. One stated that “A lot of visitors tried to expel their own personal opinions and 
thoughts on staff” which would leave staff in an uncomfortable position. Another 
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participant stated that “Visitors were very inconsiderate, especially when 
superintendents and wardens left for the day”. These are some key characteristics of 
issues and potential recommendations will be discussed in Chapter 6.  
 
  For the purpose of the results section and for ease of understanding, Questions 
21 & 22 were grouped together as they had similar responses and characteristics. 
 
  Question 21 of the study asked participants ‘Are there any additional guidelines, 
protocols or clarifications you wish you had been given?’ Question 22 of the study 
asked participants ‘Are there any specific tools, equipment or additional training that 
could have made the implementation of COVID-19 protocols easier for you/your team? 
(e.g,. additional staff, online modules, etc.).’ This question received a 100% response 
rate, with participants typically giving more than one response. As it can be seen in 
Table 5, the most commonly recorded answer was training (6) followed by additional 
staff (5) and quicker turnaround time regarding communication of new protocols (5).  
 
  This question had some overlap and correlation to the previous question with 
regards to the need for better training, specifically on dealing with the public during a 
pandemic. A participant who worked at a Toronto and Region Conservation Authority 
(TRCA) operated park stated that “A more uniform approach in training was needed to 
adapt to dealing with the public, this was definitely a grey area across the board”. 
Multiple participants also noted that “More training was needed regarding dealing with 
the public”. Given the frequency of this response it can be inferred that training modules 
may need some additional information on how to learn to better deal with the public and 
all of the negative situations that may come with working during a stressful time. This 
will be further discussed in Chapter 6.  
 
  Another common response was the need for additional staff during the months of 
May to September, as many participants noted a 50% decrease in employees due to 
the pandemic. An employee from the Upper Thames Regional Conservation Authority 
(UTRCA) stated that “Additional staff would have been extremely helpful, especially due 
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to the mental stress of COVID-19 on employees and then having an influx of customers 
at the same time”.  
 
 
Table 5: Questions 21 & 22 Results 
Are there any additional guidelines, protocols or clarifications you wish you had been given? 
 
Are there any specific tools, equipment or additional training that could have made the 
implementation of COVID-19 protocols easier for you/your team? (e.g., additional staff, online 
modules, etc.) 
Responses Frequency (n)  
Training (how to deal with the public during a pandemic, more detailed 
cleaning protocols)  
6 
Additional Staff (including park wardens) 5 
Quicker turnaround time regarding communications when new 
protocols came out/not enough time to teach everyone and properly 
adjust  
5 
Better strategies for capacity monitoring  4 
Uncomfortable work conditions (e.g., cash handling)  2 
 
  Lastly, another frequently noted response from participants was the fact that 
communication regarding the changing of protocols did not leave staff with enough time 
to properly adjust. A staff member from a park in Northern Ontario stated that “It really 
affected all staff when rules were changed so suddenly”. Communication is a key 
component of effectively operating a park. Staff need to be given ample time to train 
and learn all new protocols so that they can not only enforce these rules amongst 
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  For the purpose of the results section and for ease of understanding, Questions 
18 & 19 were grouped together as Question 19 was a follow-up to Question 18.  
 
  Question 18 which is referenced in Table 6, asked participants ‘On a scale from 
1-10 can you rate your overall experience with working and implementing COVID-19 
protocols during a pandemic?’ It was explicitly communicated to participants that 
selecting 1 equated to a low satisfaction level, whereas 10 equated to a high 
satisfaction level. Question 19 (referenced in Table 6) then followed up by asking 
participants who responded with any answer of a 6 or higher ‘Had you been in a 
different position, do you think your answer for Question 18 would have been different?’ 
Anything higher than 6 was selected as it was perceived by the researcher that anything 
less would have likely meant less-than-satisfactory experience in their current position 
as is. Question 18 received a 100% response rate, and Question 19 received a 69% 
response rate. Six out of nine respondents (a 66% response rate) gave a rating of 6 or 
above and noted that this number would have been lower if they were in a different role.  
 
  An employee from a Lake Huron provincial park who gave a rating of 7 stated 
that had they been in a different role, “Absolutely yes my response would have been 
lower. Gate attendants had it much harder than others as they were constantly in the 
public eye”.  
 
  An employee from a northern Ontario provincial park who gave a rating of 6 
stated that they “worked by themselves and had minimal interactions with the public, 
however if in the gate attendant role this number would have been much lower. It is also 
harder as a student because you have less authority”.  
 
 
Table 6: Questions 18 & 19  
On a scale from 1-10, can you rate your overall experience with working and implementing 
COVID-19 protocols during a pandemic?  
 
 




Had you been in a different position, would your answer change?  
Rating Different answer if in a different position?  
8 Would be lower if this participant had more exposure to the public 
7 Would be lower if in a different position  
7 Would be lower if in a different position  
6 Would be lower if in a gate attendant position  
6 Would be lower if in a different position  










  It is reasonable to assume from the results of this question that overall 
experiences of employment during the summer months of COVID-19 varied amongst 
positions. Positions with higher exposure to the public on average had lower average 
rankings than students who worked in more remote positions in the parks, such as park 
naturalists. Naturalist jobs often included individual or one-on-one work with a coworker, 
in which employees did habitat restoration operations and research around the park, 
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having little to no contact with visitors.  
 
Gatekeepers and park rangers were responsible for communicating with the public for 
multiple purposes, including guest services, visitor check-ins, policy violations, etc.  
 
  Question 4 of the study asked participants ‘How many people did you have close 
contact with on your busiest day of the week? (e.g., Saturday). This question had a 
100% response rate and responses are noted in Table 7 below. Please note that the 
term “close contact” was further described as ‘less than two feet apart’.  
 
Table 7 Question 4 Results 
How many people did you have close contact with on your busiest day of the week? (e.g. 
Saturday) 







  As this has been one of Ontario park’s busiest seasons to date for day-use and 
backcountry camping (Lentz, 2020), it was important to record how many people the 
employees came into close contact with on their busiest days to better understand if 
more staff safety and guidelines are needed moving forward.  
 
  As it can be seen from Table 7, the most frequently recorded answer was 50-99 
(4) visitors in close contact, followed by 0-49 (3), 100-499 (3) and 500+ (3) all with the 
same number of responses. An important factor in these responses was that 100% of 
respondents who answered between 0-49 identified as “Park Naturalists” or similar 
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nature. According to numerous respondents, typically roles like this had very minimal 
exposure to visitors as opposed to gate attendants or maintenance workers who dealt 
with the public in a closer context.  
 
  Although the risk of spreading COVID-19 in parks is reported to be low, it is 
reasonable to assume that the more people one comes into contact with, the higher the 
risk of exposure to the virus. There was no COVID-19 testing available at any of the 
parks where the interviewees worked, and visitors were not required to show evidence 
of a negative test before entering a park.  
 
 
  Question 12 of the study asked participants ‘Did you experience any instances of 
overcrowding at your park? This question had a 100% response rate with all 13 
participants noting “yes”. 
 
  An employee from a Lake Huron provincial park stated that “it was difficult to 
establish a capacity when capacity is determined by number of cars entering the park, 
and some cars had 8+ people in a van - it almost defeats the purpose”. New 
standardized methods of tracking capacity may be a viable recommendation where car 









  Question 5 of the study asked participants ‘Did your park operate at or near 
capacity during COVID-19 in the summer of 2020?’. As can be seen from Table 8 
below, 5 respondents said their park operated at maximum capacity, 3 respondents said 
their park operated between 50-75%, and 2 respondents said their park had a much 
lower goal but this was not maintained with visitor levels constantly fluctuating. Lastly, 2 
respondents were unsure of their park’s capacity levels during this time.  
 
 
Table 8: Questions 5 Results 
Did your park operate at or near capacity during COVID-19 in the summer of 2020? 
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Responses Frequency (n)  
Maximum Capacity  5 
80% 1 
50-75%  3 
Had a lower goal but this was not maintained and visitor capacity 
constantly fluctuated  
2 
Unsure  2 
 
  As can be seen from these results, visitor capacity fluctuated between park 
agencies. A part of this is due to the fact that each municipality in Ontario had different 
COVID-19 regulations set out, which impacted parks differently. An employee from the 
UTRCA stated that “even with the capacity set on camping sites (every other site was 
vacant), the ‘no capacity’ for day-use encouraged a lot of meet ups in the parks from the 
surrounding areas in the Greater Toronto Area”.  
 
  Numerous parks noted that although there may have been some capacity 
monitoring for camping through website bookings, no day-use capacities were 
administered. This became a problem as parks filled up past the point of regulation 
during busy days and on weekends.  
 
  An employee from a southern Ontario provincial park stated that “the park started 
out with a 50% capacity, however as the summer progressed the capacity was up to 
95%”. This may have been attributed to a lack of proper communication at the front 
gates, human error, or lack of regulation.  
 
  An employee from a park on Lake Simcoe noted that occasionally Ontario 
Provincial Police would have to assist employees in closing down the park as people 
would try to enter even if it was at capacity. An employee from the TRCA stated that 
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“with such large crowds due to a 100% capacity maximum, some chaotic events 
occurred including emergency services having a hard time reaching people in distress 
because cars couldn’t drive down the road, which poses an enormous safety threat for 
visitors”.  
 
  From these results, it can be inferred that capacity limits had some discrepancies 
amongst parks and were not regulated as well as they could have been from park 
agencies.  
 
  Question 15 (referenced in Table 9) of the study asked participants ‘What worked 
well in terms of COVID-19 protocol implementation?’ Subsequently, Question 16 
(referenced in Table 10) asked participants ‘What did not work well in terms of COVID-
19 protocol implementation?’  
 
 
Table 9: Question 15 Results 
What worked well in terms of COVID-19 protocol implementation? 
Responses Frequency (n)  
Sufficient PPE  3 
Instruction of using PPE 2 
Mask Wearing  2 
Respectful Visitors 1 
Upper management receptive to staff ideas 1 
Cleaning 1 
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Table 10: Question 16 Results 
What did not work well in terms of COVID-19 protocol implementation? 
Responses Frequency (n)  
Not enough staff/overcrowding 5 
Difficult to implement protocols with the amount of visitors in 
comparison to staff  
3 
Lack of PPE rule following  4 
Sanitization - staff got too comfortable 2 
Government announcements did not give parks enough time to prepare 
for protocol implementation  
2 
Wardens unable to enforce social distancing rules 2 
Younger staff had a difficult time adjusting to new protocols  2 
Public eye constantly on staff 2 
Angry customers  3 
Management not forceful enough with protocols  3 
Hard to enforce rules  3 
 
 
  As it can be seen from Tables 9 & 10, these two correlated questions had a wide 
variety of responses. Primarily, there were twice the number of answers for Question 16 
meaning that participants on average gave more than one response. Question 15 had 
three participants that did not give an answer, resulting in only a 76% response rate.  
 
  The most frequent answer to Question 15 was ‘sufficient PPE,’ however it is 
crucial to note that these three respondents were all from northern Ontario parks, where 
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on average the number of visitors was lower than in parks closer to major urban 
centres. An employee from a park in Central Ontario who responded to Question 15 
with “upper management receptive to staff ideas” shared that employees were having a 
hard time with all staff being scheduled for the same lunch break, as there was not 
enough space to properly social distance while eating lunch. Management was able to 
listen and create staggered start times which the respondent thought helped staff feel 
more comfortable and safe in their work environment.  
 
  Concerns brought up in multiple responses by more than one employee were (1) 
the shortage of park wardens and (2) the lack of authority that wardens had. An 
employee from a northern Ontario park stated that “Park wardens had no authority to 
enforce social distancing protocols, they could only ever recommend to visitors that they 
were too close”. An employee from a park in the GTA stated that “students were never 
instructed to interact with the public, that was the job of a park warden”. It appears as 
though enforcement of COVID-19 protocols in parks was low, and that it essentially was 
at the visitors’ discretion to follow the rules.  
 
  What can be seen in Table 10 are the multiple protocols or tasks that staff 
members felt were not implemented well during the summer of 2020. Common answers 
that were of a similar nature included: “hard to enforce rules”, “management not forceful 
enough with protocols”, “wardens unable to enforce social distancing rules”. The theme 
surrounding these concerns brought up by staff all point to a lack of communication. If 
more strict enforcement of protocols had been implemented, monitored, and adjusted 
these problems might not have occurred in the complex ways that they did.  
 
  What is important is how to take these problems and ensure that proper 
mitigation strategies are implemented in parks so they do not continue into the summer 
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  It can be noted that there were numerous other interview questions that were 
generally consistent with the responses elaborated on in Chapter 5, which will continue 
to be incorporated into the subsequent sections.   
 
 
6. Discussion and Conclusions   
 
  The purpose of this study was to generate insights through interviews of student 
employees into how COVID-19 protocols were implemented in the summer of 2020 at 
Ontario parks, and the challenges that were experienced. The results describe how 
implementation processes varied across parks, and identify a number of areas where 
future improvements might be made to enhance the safety of staff and visitors in future 
summers. For the purpose of this section, the responses to the final question of the 
interview process which was “Do you have any additional information that you think 
would aid in this study to share?” were incorporated into the making of 
recommendations. Additionally, other responses that may be beneficial to the 
understanding of this study will be incorporated into making recommendations for park 
agencies. Some of the most common themes from these questions as well as overall 
concepts noted throughout the interview process will be discussed below. These 
themes included: communication, experience varying by geographic region, training 
protocols, mental health and COVID-19 specifications.  
 
  It may be beneficial to note that although questions that had strong agreement 
across participants were deemed as trends, it is important to address the questions that 
had inconclusive results, or results with many responses and not much similarity 
amongst participants. For example, Question 9 asked ‘How were COVID-19 protocols 
communicated to you?’ The question received numerous answers and varied widely, 
including responses such as: weekly meetings, email, verbal communication, training 
sessions for new protocols, sign-off forms, or a mixture of multiple responses. Although 
the responses ranged, this was more so due to the nature of the problem, which was 
standardizing protocols across Ontario. As it can be seen from the results section of this 
thesis, different parks had different protocol implementation processes, and different 
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methods of communication used amongst employees. This does not invalidate the 
question by any means, it just shows how parks applied different processes, and can be 
seen in the results sections through trial and error of what went well, and what needs 
improving.  
 
6.1 Communication  
 
  A major recurring topic that several participants mentioned was communication, 
or lack thereof. Communication is an integral part of park management, especially with 
COVID-19 as employees now have an additional barrier to their normal job 
responsibilities. When communication is not clear, or partially lost, issues can arise. 
This study has shown how communication between park staff and upper management 
warrants improvement. An employee from a large, eastern Ontario park stated that 
“communication got lost through the links...quicker turnaround of communication was 
needed when new protocols were expected to be implemented.” This was a statement 
that was said in various ways in multiple interviews. Staff were expected to adapt to new 
protocols sometimes with only one day’s notice. This included executing new training 
guidelines perfectly in order to ensure visitors were to do the same.  
 
Question 9 asked participants ‘How were COVID-19 protocols communicated to 
you?’ Responses included: weekly meetings (1), verbal communication (4), online/zoom 
training (3), sign-off forms for new protocols (4), email (1) and individual training 
sessions for new protocols (1). Three participants who selected verbal communication 
as the main way protocols were communicated to staff, also mentioned that often 
miscommunication occurred, which in turn led to “a slow integration of COVID-19 
protocols being administered properly.” As can be seen from the responses from 
participants, a more uniform and standardized approach to communicating protocols to 
staff needs to be implemented.  
 
  Another method of communication surrounds in-person visuals distributed 
throughout the park for use by visitors. Question 17 of the study asked participants ‘Did 
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your park provide signs/flyers or other communication visuals to be placed within the 
park’s public spaces?’ The responses varied, with answers including: minimal signage 
(3), at trail heads, washrooms and main gates (4), COVID-19 self-assessment signs (1), 
no signs on trail heads but everywhere else yes (5). What can be seen from the results 
is that each park differed in terms of what communication was to be placed in their 
public spaces, likely dependent upon the requirements of the local health region. More 
research could possibly target what specific communication protocols visitors were most 
receptive to, and use the results to implement a more standardized approach to 
communication visuals in parks.  
 
  A research paper entitled ‘Communication strategies to promote health: Sun 
safety in outdoor recreation settings’ did a qualitative research study on interpretation of 
communication visuals and its potential for health promotion (Beck et al, 2015). The 
study surveyed highly visited tourism spots in Canada and the United States, including 
hotels and resorts. This study found that when visitors understood the precautionary 
measures and were made aware of how to protect themselves depending upon 
location, they were more likely to respond proactively to sun safety awareness. Certain 
communication strategies were tailored to recommend sun safety behaviors specific to 
activities. This study made recommendations to park management and planning policy 
about implementation of more signage, infographics and print materials at high risk 
locations (Beck et al, 2015).  
 
  What can be seen from this study is that it is critical to encourage appropriate 
precautions at highly visited spots and doing this in such a way that you do not 
discourage visitation but promote safe visitation. Now that the chaotic response to 
COVID-19 in the summer of 2020 is behind us, park managers should look to past 
studies (including the response to Lyme Disease) as a way to develop more long-term 
plans for communication strategies in parks. 
 
  Additionally, a study entitled ‘Visitor Proficiency Profiling and Risk 
Communication at a National Park’ analyzes how staff use heuristic cues to evaluate 
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park visitors during face-face interactions (Rickard et al, 2011). This study exemplified 
the need for an “audience centered” (2011, p.  16) approach to strategic communication 
and the how this can be informed by life experiences, value systems and cultures. This 
further relates to the idea that people may interpret communication differently, and it is 
important to use this audience centered approach to suggest that multiple stakeholders 
who may be affected by a risk, may require multiple versions of messages (2011, p.  
16). An idea on incorporating this in Ontario parks, is to tailor COVID-19 protocols to 
specific areas of the beach, such as the visitor center, hiking trails, beaches, etc.  
 
  Thirdly, a study entitled ‘Encouraging Safe Wildlife Viewing in National Parks: 
Effects of a Communication Campaign on Visitors’ Behavior’ set out to assess the 
impacts of alternative communication strategies specifically aimed at addressing non-
compliant behaviors (Abrams et al, 2020). This study found that visitors who directly 
spoke with employees had more accurate knowledge about issues relating to protecting 
wildlife species. Although not directly related, it shares an important view that alternative 
communication is key. Some people prefer face to face interaction, and therefore it 
becomes critical for employees to have the knowledge and training to be able to speak 
with and share protocols with visitors verbally as opposed to relying solely on signage 
and digital media to do the job for them.   
 
  An employee from a northern Provincial Park suggested that COVID-19 protocols 
and visitor  guidelines need to be park-dependent, and not universal. This employee 
noted that “Everyone was in the dark, there was no direct line of communication 
between staff and the people making decisions for how the parks are run. Every park is 
so different and general rules need to be park dependent”. This segues into the next 
common topic, which was geographic location.  
 
6.2 Experience Varying by Geographic Region 
 
  Parks that were situated farther away from urban centres did experience 
differences in protocol implementation compared to those closer to densely populated 
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areas, such as the surrounding Greater Toronto Area. However, this may be due to the 
differences among the ‘nature’ of the parks. Some parks that are geographically located 
in more remote areas, may become more popular due to visitors wanting that ‘out of the 
city’ experience, and may favor backcountry camping. In addition, during the first few 
months of the pandemic and into April/beginning of May 2020, backcountry camping 
was one of the first park camping experiences that was opened. This meant that people 
were travelling to more remote parks to participate in backcountry camping.  
 
  Question 4 of the study asked visitors “How would you describe the type of park 
at which you were employed at?” Responses to this question varied from camping, day-
use, back-country camping, conservation-based and a mixture of these. This 
exemplifies that again, different parks have different uses and this may have an impact 
on visitation.  
 
  An employee from a northern Ontario provincial park noted that there was “some 
overcrowding on beaches, but the park is remote and not super popular which 
geographically plays a very important role”. This employee also noted that the Provincial 
Park’s most significant problem was constantly changing protocols, and not having 
enough time to adapt and train before they needed to be implemented, due to a lack of 
time and an influx of visitors which may have occurred due to the location. Parks in 
more remote areas may have been able to mitigate this problem of lack of time to train, 
as they on average see fewer visitors than parks situated in the GTA. This is an 
example of a situation in which park-dependent protocols might have aided employees.  
 
  Geographic location also had an impact on whether supply shortages occurred, 
as noted by multiple park employees during the interview process. An employee from a 
southern Provincial Park noted that “We went through PPE quickly, and there were 
times where there were short supplies”. Parks closer to urban centers, as mentioned 
above, had a very large demand and were often overwhelmed during the summer 








6.3. Inadequate Training  
 
Another common problem brought up in the interview process was the lack of 
training on dealing with the public, in a COVID-19/pandemic specific situation. Staff 
need to be well equipped and trained on how to mitigate and de-escalate tense 
situations. Numerous employees at some point in the interview noted that they felt they 
were in the “public eye”. It was noted that 46% of respondents indicated that the most 
significant problem that arose in their park was either a lack of knowledge regarding 
handling the public during a pandemic, or inconsiderate visitor behaviors. It is also 
crucial to note here that 84% of respondents that took part in this study were students 
completing post-secondary education. An employee from a northern Provincial Park 
noted in regard to student staff that they are the most vulnerable in the Ontario Parks 
system. They feel like they are “at the bottom of the hierarchy and do not have a say”. If 
students feel as though they may not have the authority to take proper action, they may 
feel uncomfortable in defending themselves or their park’s rules in certain situations.  
 
 
6.4 Mental Health  
 
 High stress situations such as COVID-19 undoubtedly can result in challenges 
for employee mental health. It is important to mitigate these challenges that may add to 
this stress, including removing communication barriers, ensuring adequate training 
regarding COVID-19 specific situations, providing contacts for employee support, 
ensuring staff feel comfortable in their work environment, and providing appropriate 
PPE at all times COVID-19 has changed the way in which many people work, whether it 
is working from home, working using mandatory PPE, or limiting one’s interactions. In 
some way or another, things have changed in the workplace for many individuals, 
including park employees. Some examples of responses, extracted from Question 7 of 
the study which asked participants ‘What COVID-19 protocols were you instructed to 
follow as an employee’ included: mask wearing (13), increased cleaning (7), plexiglass 
(6), screenings (2), enforcing social distancing among staff and visitors (5), and 
 
 
             
 
50 
temperature checks (1).  
 
   According to the Centre for Disease Control and Prevention, “fear and anxiety 
about this new disease and other strong emotions can be overwhelming, and workplace 
stress can lead to burnout.” (CDC, 2020, p.1). This is a very new and uncomfortable 
experience for many, and working in a potentially new environment with new health 
measures for safety can be an extremely stressful situation. The CDC lists numerous 
work-related factors that can add to stress during a pandemic, which include: concern 
about exposure, managing a new and different workload, lack of access to resources, 
learning new training methods and communication tools to deal with difficult situations 
(CDC, 2021). It is so important for staff to understand the risks associated with burnout, 
and learn how to recognize the symptoms and communicate effectively so park 
managers can mitigate stress inducing activities.  
 
  Employee safety is of the utmost importance in any workplace, and given these 
new and unusual stressors, communication and training on how to deal with pandemic 
related instances, new mitigation strategies must be implemented.  
 
  Table 11 below outlines some potential recommendations based upon 
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6.5 Reflecting Upon Other Health-Related Challenges in Parks  
 
  As mentioned in section 2.2 of this study, an ongoing health-related and 
continuously prominent issue in parks is that of ticks and tick-borne related illnesses. 
What can be seen from the analyzation of mainly Lyme Disease in parks, is that long-
term strategies used in parks regarding ticks may provide useful in COVID-19 related 
communication of protocols. Concurrently, short-term COVID-19 protocols may prove 
beneficial with the urgency of communication strategies for ticks and tick-borne related 
illnesses.  
 
  What tends to go unrealized in park spaces, is how serious the condition of Lyme 
Disease really is. This is a debilitating disease that if left untreated or goes unnoticed  
can result in a lifelong struggle with numerous body functions including nerve damage, 
cognitive impairment, heart-related symptoms and neuropathy (Johnson et al, 2014). In 
the study done by Johnsen et al, researchers analyzed the HRQoL [Health-related 
quality of life] of patients with chronic Lyme Disease and compared these results to the 
severity of other chronic illnesses (2014). This study reported that in addition to a low 
health quality status, greater activity limitations and negative mental and physical health 
days, Johnsen et al reported that “impairment in their [patients] ability to work, increased 
utilization of healthcare services, and greater out of pocket medical costs” (2014) were 
reported.  
 
  The ways in which park agencies utilized COVID-19 signage in numerous areas 
of the park (park dependent) could be a strategy to better communicate the risks to 
park-goers on the severity of Lyme Disease, and bring more awareness to its 
symptoms. This includes targeting the audience and ensuring this communication is 
readily available not just at, for example, trail heads, but park-wide. In addition, the 
short-term strategies of COVID-19 dissemination of  information, mainly the online 
presence from park (Twitter, Instagram, Facebook) notifications providing information 
throughout the days regarding wait times, protocols and limited capacity, could prove 
useful in aiding the presence of available information regarding ticks in the park.  
 
 




Subsequently, long-term strategies of Lyme Disease, mainly including the wide variety 
of information on most park websites may be a strategy in the control of the spread of 
COVID-19 in parks.  
 
 
6.6 Recommendations for Park Planning and Management  
 
The table below provides multiple strategies and recommendations for Ontario 
Parks, Ontario Conservation Areas, and National Parks based upon the issues that 
were brought up by park staff in the interviews. This table has been divided into three 
parts that cover specific themes in park management, including: employee training, 
communication strategies, and organization-wide recommendations.  
 
Table 11: Summary of recommendations for COVID-19 protocol implementation for the purpose 
of park planning based on study findings  
 
Employee Training  
● Provide additional training sessions on how to properly deal with the public 
during high-stress scenarios, such as COVID-19 (including visitor interactions, 
how to handle uncomfortable situations, what to do if you are feeling unsafe in 
your work environment, etc.).  
● Provide clarifications on safety protocols including cleaning protocols, mask 
wearing, and which PPE is appropriate in different settings. 
● Discuss case-by-case examples of situations regarding dealing with COVID-19 
protocols in parks (e.g., visitor refuses to wear a mask inside the Park Store).  
● Provide additional training on dealing with mental health and well-being that 
can be applied to daily roles as a staff member. 
● Incorporate more student-staff authority, such as bringing forth issues, ideas 
and suggestions for a more suitable work environment. This study has shown 
that students have a large role in the everyday functionality of a park and can 
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use this knowledge to aid in park policy. 
● Provide all staff with both verbal and written information and training 
expectations regarding new protocol implementation in a timely manner  
● Provide targeted COVID-19 training based on job title as different jobs have 
different levels of exposure to the public 
 
Communication Strategies  
● Incorporate student-staff concerns and ideas through the implementation of a 
communication portal  
● Incorporate all staff concerns regarding stress and overwhelming instances 
through an anonymous communication tool. This can include asking staff how 
they feel about implementing a COVID-19 screening tool amongst employees, 
or having COVID-19 rapid tests available for staff to take on a certain cycle 
prior to coming into their shift.  
● Continue to grow and develop online platforms including park official websites 
with all up to date information on protocol changes and park capacity details 
● Ensure proper communication of protocols by having weekly team-meetings, 
providing written information via email, and ensuring staff know whom they can 
contact directly if they have questions 
● Provide more COVID-19 protocol information park-wide (at bathrooms, 
showers, trail-heads, park-stores, and visitor centres including self-
assessments for visitors entering the park) on what to do if they feel COVID-19 
symptoms while in the park, how to properly sanitize, maintaining a 6 ft 
distance at all times from those not in your group, etc.  
 
Organization-Wide Recommendations 
● Expanding pre-existing ‘learn to camp’ programming to include a COVID-19 
focus in order to educate young people on how the virus has impacted the 
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park, and how visitors can do their part to stay safe. 
● Expand on Healthy Parks Healthy People initiative to include COVID-19 safety 
recommendations in their mandate, adding to their “partnering with health 
sectors” tier 
● Ensure park agencies hire and train enough park wardens for the season. This 
study has shown a lack of park warden attendance during integral times of the 
day 
● Hire additional staff to monitor and enforce COVID-19 protocols especially in 
day-use areas including beaches  
● Encourage all visitors and employees to download the COVID-19 Alert App 
which will alert all users in a certain radius if they have potentially been 
exposed to the virus  
● Prioritize employee testing through government regulated tests, online self-
assessments before coming into work, and proper information on what to do if 
an employee shows symptoms of COVID-19 
● Prioritize visitor vaccination if possible, (dependent upon 2021 election/vaccine 
passport mandates)  





6.7 Opportunities for Future Research  
 
This is the first known study to assess the impacts and regulations governing the 
implementation of COVID-19 protocols through the eyes of park employees across 
Ontario. Public health measures differentially affected every park with regional health 
units playing a large role in determining what guidelines to follow, based on case counts 
and outbreaks. As COVID-19 continues to unfold in 2021, the number of  cases has 
fluctuated tremendously, and the need for protocols seems likely to extend well into 
2022 and perhaps beyond.  
 
 




  Parks have been proven to be integral to quality of life including aspects such as: 
mental and physical well-being, social cohesion, psychological benefits as well as 
communication skill of park users (Lee & Maheswaran, 2010). Parks must continue to 
provide a safe space for their visitors. As COVID-19 has sprung to the forefront of 
modern society, it is crucial to understand how to better implement and monitor 
guidelines and protocols within natural settings for both employee and visitor safety and 
overall satisfaction.  
 
 
  As noted above, there is limited research on the Ontario parks’ COVID-19 
protocols, especially from an employee perspective. As COVID-19 is such a new and 
emerging public health issue, literature and publications on this topic will continue to 
grow in the coming years. This current study helps to fill this gap but there is a need for 
additional research to compare these findings too and continue to track these trends in 
the future. For example, it may be beneficial to use a similar interview format to better 
understand the park management perspective, including interviewing strictly park 
managers and superintendents.  
  
  This study set out to understand four main concepts: How has COVID-19 
impacted park agencies in Ontario and specifically how has it impacted it from an 
employee perspective? How effective and useful were the protocols that park 
employees were given? What expected or unexpected outcomes came out of this 
study? Finally, how can we use this information to make recommendations for the 
future?  
 
  From a general standpoint, COVID-19 impacted people worldwide in some 
capacity. Parks seemed to thrive during this time due to their source of resilience, partly 
due to their proven positive impact on social, mental and physical well-being. In 
addition, while stay-at-home orders loomed, parks remained open for the most part as 
they are outdoor settings where social distancing can presumably take place. This 
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however in turn led to extreme visitor turnout at parks across Ontario, and put stress on 
park management, employees, and the natural environment to adapt. As can be 
understood from the results of this study, COVID-19 has added additional stressors to 
the everyday work life of employees, ranging from not enough time to adapt, lack of 
appropriate training, inconsiderate visitors, and lack of communication to name some of 
these variables. 
 
  In terms of protocols, although they may have seemed doable on paper, it can be 
seen from the results of this study that a lot of these protocols did not work well in the 
eyes of employees and definitely leave room for improvement for the future. It is 
important to keep in mind that this was a new experience for all employees, and on top 
of having to learn how to implement protocols in a COVID-19 setting, they were also 
learning and adapting themselves.  
 
  Some expected outcomes include overwhelming visitor numbers and a lack of 
staff due to COVID-19 guidelines in Ontario. Concurrently, some unexpected outcomes 
include the emotional toll and use of the term ‘vulnerability’ when speaking to park 
employees during the interview portion of this thesis. This study sheds significant light 
on the tremendous amount of work that student staff do to keep the park system 
running, and in turn this has shown how crucial a direct line of communication is for 
contributing to a safer work environment.  
 
  In terms of how we can use this information to make references for the future, 
Table 6.6 provides tier-based recommendations that were concluded from employee 
responses, including suggestions directly from participants. In addition however, this 
study has brought forth a sense of realization into the need for better collaborations 
between public health agencies and the education sector in parks. This study provides 
park management staff with realistic goals to work towards from direct experiences from 
their employees, including specific COVID-19 training targeted on roles, as different 
jobs have different levels of exposure to the public. The subject notes below outline how 
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this may look in a realistic park setting:  
 
❖ Implementation through providing capstone-based training, using realistic, 
COVID-19 specific scenarios and teaching employees how to handle these 
difficult times and potentially difficult visitor behaviors. This serves as a 
culminating and integrating experience of an educational program. 
 
❖ Implementation through additional communication portals for all staff to 
anonymously share their feedback and provide recommendations. 
 
❖  Provide staff with both written and verbal explanation of new protocols within a 
reasonable time period prior to implementation, in order to train accordingly (e.g. 
cleaning protocols).  
 
❖ Provide partnering opportunities with park initiatives such as Healthy Parks 
Healthy People, which is a world-wide movement that recognizes he fundamental 
link between human health and health ecosystems. The goal for Ontario Parks 
are to “build partnerships with health sectors to ensure that the benefits of health 
and nature are recognized. This could now be adapted to integrate COVID-19 
safety protocols into the pre-developed foundation. 
 
❖ Partner with the “Learn to Camp” initiative, one that is especially prominent in 
Algonquin Park that provides campers with information on a wide variety of 
subjects including: camping basics, hiking basics, safety, park essentials. There 
could be the addition of a COVID-19 Safety subject including how to respect 
staff, how to respect the environment, and how to respect other visitors in parks.  
 
  The impact of this study has brought awareness to park employees and the park 
sector as it contributes significantly to physical and mental well-being, and with the 
uncertainty of the COVID-19 pandemic continues to unfold, and parks remain a hot 
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spot, this is critical to continue to learn and adapt to better suit the needs of employees 
and visitors.  
 
  Several questions emerged from the research findings such as: how well do 
visitors interpret COVID-19 protocols? Do visitors believe protocols are not as crucial in 
parks because they are situated outdoors? It would be valuable to do a site evaluation 
of pre-existing barriers to implementing all regulatory COVID-19 protocols in parks as 
well as continuing this study and interviewing different structural levels within park 
agencies, including obtaining management and superintendent perspectives.  
 
  Although this study took place within Ontario, its results may still be able to 
provide insight to problems facing parks worldwide as essentially all parks suffered from 
the impacts of COVID-19. This study may contain findings that could aid in park 
management, policy making, and communication from different organizational 
structures within the park system. The future is not certain, and all that researchers can 
do is ascertain what the problems are, and continue to advance in terms of mitigation 
strategies. This study has shown that there were flaws in the park system during 
COVID-19. Now that they have been identified, and elaborated on by staff who 
experienced them firsthand, park agencies can take this crucial information to adapt 
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Appendix A: Informed Consent/Participant Form  
 
 
WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT 
Evaluating COVID-19 Safety Protocols in Ontario parks; an employee-based 
perspective 
 
Principal Investigator: Jessica Kaatz (Master of Environmental Studies Graduate 
Student) 
 
Co-Investigator: Robert McLeman (Professor in the Environmental Studies Department) 
  
  
You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to gather 
information about the implementation of COVID-19 protocols at parks and conservation 
areas in Ontario. The researcher is a Laurier graduate student in the Department of 




Participants will be asked to respond to a number of open-ended questions regarding 
COVID-10 implementation instructions, procedures, timelines and processes. The study 
will take about 30 minutes – 1 hour to complete. Data from approximately 10-15 
research participants who have been employed at a Ontario park or conservation area 
during the pandemic will be collected for this study. 
 
As a part of this study you will be audio recorded for research purposes. Only Jessica 
Kaatz and Robert McLeman will have access to these recordings and information will be 
kept confidential. Once information has been transferred into an Excel file excluding any 
personal information (e.g. names/emails), all audio recordings will be destroyed.  
 
Risks 
As a result of your participation in this study you may experience potential feelings of 
frustration when describing your situation (if applicable). However, you are free to 
discontinue the study at any time and choose to not respond to any question(s).  
  
Benefits 
Participation in this study will aid the researchers in better understanding the impacts of 
COVID-19 on parks and conservation areas, specifically understanding guidelines from 
an employee perspective. This information will help the researchers develop 
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recommendations and strategies to continue to make the best action moving forward. 
The study will help park authorities improve their visitor protocols during the pandemic 




The confidentiality/anonymity of your data will be ensured by not transferring any names 
into my final thesis write-up. The data will be stored on a password protected personal 
computer.  
● The data will be kept for a maximum of 3 months and will then be 
destroyed by the principal investigator.  
● Identifying information will be stored separately from the data and will be 
kept for 3 months and will then be destroyed by the principal investigator.  
● Only aggregate results will be published/presented.  
● If you consent, quotations will be used in write-ups/presentations and will 
not contain information that allows you to be identified other than the 
general location in which your park is located.  
Contact  
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures or you experience 
adverse effects as a result of participating in this study you may contact the researcher 
Jessica Kaatz at kaat9000@mylaurier.ca  
  
This project has been reviewed and approved by the University Research Ethics Board 
(REB# 6824), If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this 
form, or your rights as a participant in research have been violated during the course of 
this project, you may contact Jayne Kalmar, PhD, Chair, University Research Ethics 
Board, Wilfrid Laurier University, (519) 884-1970, extension 3131 or REBChair@wlu.ca. 
Participation 
Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate without 
penalty. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time 
without penalty. You have the right to refuse to answer any question or participate in 
any activity you choose.  
  
If you withdraw from the study, you can request to have your data destroyed by Jessica 
Kaatz  
  
Feedback and Publication 
The results of this research will be presented in a thesis and may be submitted to a 
scholarly journal article. In addition, a two-page summary of the findings of the study will 
be sent to Ontario Parks for their distribution as they see fit.   
 
 





I have read and understand the above information. I agree to participate in this study 
  




I allow for direct quotations to be used and understand that the only identifying 
information pertaining to my quote will be the area in which my previous place of 
employment is located (e.g. a park in Northern Ontario)  
  




































My name is Jessica Kaatz and I am currently completing a Masters of Environmental 
Studies at Wilfrid Laurier University. My thesis involves analyzing the current state of 
COVID-19 impacts specifically regarding parks and conservation areas in Ontario. The 
aim is to interview Summer 2020 park employees to obtain a better understanding of 
what information and protocols employees were given, and learn more about how this 
process went over the duration of the summer/fall months. This information will create 
room for potential improvement to the management of these park systems moving 
forward in such an unpredictable time. With outdoor settings becoming more and more 
popular, it is crucial to understand how to continue to manage park settings to maintain 
visitor safety, and ecological integrity while following all government regulations and 
protocols. 
This study will use audio recorded zoom interviews in which 20 open ended questions 
will be asked to respondents. 
In order to qualify for this study you must: 
 ●  Be over the age of 18; 
 ●  Have previously worked for one of the following employers or one of similar 
nature: Ontario Provincial Parks, GRCA, TRCA, LSRCA, UTRCA; 
 ●  Not currently employed by the park; and 
 ●  Have worked during the pandemic (for example, as a summer student from 
May-August 2020). 
 
This research study has been approved by the Wilfrid Laurier University REB #6824 
If you are interested in participating in this study, please email me at  
kaat9000@mylaurier.ca and sign the attached consent form. 
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Appendix C: Table of Participant Responses (Excel) 
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